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iBSTBlCT , ^ 

The purpose of this paper is to describe and disquss 
a conceptual iiodel for experiaentally investigating the effects of 
advertising ppfferj. The various sections coiitain a discussion of 
puffery as a legal concept, a deiscriptlon and discussion of the 
F^opcsed Bodel, research suppo;rt' for the aodel, and iaplications for 
^future resejEnrth cn puffsry.' (FL) 
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A MODEL FOR MEASURING PUFVERY EFFECTS- 



The purpose of this article I9 to describe and discuss a conceptual mode]. • 
V '''^ for experimentally Investigating the effects of advertising puffery. Puffery 

as a legal concept Is discussed In the first section. Next, the proposed ^ 
r * model is described and discussed. ^The third section provides ^search support 
. for the model. The final section includes a summary and implications for future/ 



research on puffery. 



PUFFERY A LEGAL CONCEPT 



The major obstacle to experimental study of puffery is that it is 'a legal 

- \ ■ ■ • , ' ■ . / r ^ ■ \ 

and not an empirical >or theoretical cgnceptA The^^legal stance regarding puffery 
has evolved from legal precedents *Arid' e3q>Brt testimony and not from empirical 
^evidence. Legally puffery is permltted~^on the grounds that such claims are 
perceived^ as fellers* opinions' and not as factual statements. The l^w assumes 
.that reasonable consumers automatically discount puffery claims, and therefore, 
are not deceived. ^ There are critics though who »f eel Consumers do rely on- puf fery 
claims as facts', are deceived by such claims, . and that .the "puff ery exemption" 

remains the last "remnant of the caveat emptor tradition. ' ' ' - * 

• ' ■ : — -Tvrr"-*^^ ' .. ■. ^ 

Ivan Prestoii, 'among the more vociferous c*^tics of puf^^pry, has argued that 
.puffery ^ff^cts consumers by burdening them with deceptive statemerlts and has 

actively pushed for the legal prohibition of all puffery claims (13, 14, 15). 

Eli Cox feels that puffery not only deceives consumers, but has negative lotTg- 
V term. consequences the very effectiveness of advertising itself (8). John 

Howard aiid James Huibert,> in their summary oJ^ testimony gi^P^before the FTC's ^ 

■■ I ' ■' ' . : - 

1971.'hearings. on. 'advertising, concluded that exaggerations and overstatements 
,ln inessages. hav@ contributed to an artificial rise in consumer expectations 
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and Aaj/e recononended that the same legal requirements be^ applied to puf fery 
claims as applied to other claims (10). Most practitioners,* on the oth^er hand, 
have-def^nded-pu^&fer^y-by— arguing— that— sucb^H^laims-are-a 



advertising and that -consumers understand this and respond accordingly. 

The problem reiifiains that, while the controversy oyer puffery has grown, 
there have been no puli^ished experimental investigations 6f, the actual effect? 
of puffery. This is most likely Ijecause puffery is a legal concept t^at does 
not readily lend itself to empirical definition or operat'ionalization, and 
therefore, is difficult* ^to manipulate and measure. « 

PU#]ERY - A CONCEPTUAL MO^L, ^ ^ . 
Support for the proposed model for the experimental study of the effects 

V •*.-.■■'■•■■■' * ■ ; ;■■ . ■■ \ ^ 

of puffery comes from studies reported in the psychology and marketitig litera- 

• ■ ■ * 

tiire on the causal link between the overstatement and*^ understatement of i\ifor- 
mation and "the manipulation of expectations (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 12, 16, 17, 
18, 19,' 2p.i 23, 25) . While these studies hav€^ focused heavily on product g 
evaluation as th^ major dependent variable, they suggest that advertising is\an 
important source of consumer expectations. This suggestion provides the founW 
tion for the following conceptual mo4el of puffery ef f ertts as illustrated in 
Figure 1, 

Opjjthe surface, the problem of measuring puffery might ^appaar to ^be the | 
simple^^^Sessment of. the effects of :ed claims on buying behavior and atti- 
tudes toward the advertiser and messages making tt)pse claims. A closer look 
at the problem, however, uncovers some intermediatie processes and factors 
which suggest a noyel approach to the investigation of puffery effectsV^ These 
processes aq^d factors. are illustjrlted in Figure 1, and When viewed as a whole-^ 
provide a hierarchical model of ho^ the use of puffery might affect. how adver- 
tisdng is received and used by consuiners, y . . ^ 



The first Intermediate factor of import^ce to the understanding of 
puffery is the role of. consumer expectations. An expectation can be defined 
as a mental or emotion state in which aiT^ndividual lodks forward to the 
probable occurrence or appearance of sbiile thing (9, 11). In the case of adver- • 
tising, the ejtpectations created are usually for a certain degree of product 
quality^or level of product performance.. When the' product quality or per- 
fomiance a consumer expects has been artificially raised by puffery, con/:ern 

% turns to a second factcn: — whether or not the product purchased fulfills these 
expectations. * . : , • 

The confirmation or disconf irmation of expectations are imp"ortant inter- 
mediate processes to the understanding of puffery. Confirmation occurs when 

\a consumer f^els a product has met his/her expectations. , Disconf irmation occurs . 
when the product has failed to meet expectations. This can occur jLn one of two 
ways. The-product c^n fall short of expectations or it can exceed the expec- 



tations. If it falls , short , a negative disconf irmation should occur. If it 
exceeds expectations, a positive disconf irmation should occur . In the model . 
in Figure 1, puffery might be expected to lead to a negative . disconf irmation 
. of expectations. Understating product claims, .on the other hand, might be ex- 

; ' ■ . - ■ - ' 

pected. to do the opposite — lead to a positive discon-f iiJmatiaa of expectations. 

i • . , ■. . . 

Taking the model in Figure 1 ' to its logical" conclusion, the process 

• described might be expected to result irvfnegafeive consumer feelings towaS-d * 

** - • •, .• ' 

advertising which uses puffery as well ^as .t'he^'^onsor, a loss of message ' * 

credibility, no or little intent to .repurchase 'the product, and additioiaal jsup- 

port for a general/ feeling of suspject toward all advertising messages. ^ 

' ' ■ . ■ ' \' ■ • 

,w 1^. ... , . . -Figure 1 provides a model for art empirically useful under*standing of the - 

term puffery. It does tlits by .making the effects of puffery testa|)le and meas- 

urable in terms^of the intermediate factors and processes iri- the model. This^'p 
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has not been possible wit^t) the standard legal interpretations o^ puffery ."^ 

■ ' - \. r \. . ^. ■ 
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In terms of tTie model In Figure X-, a puffed claim can be defined as any 
claim which creates artificially high expectations for produpt qu^jpLty. br' per 



f ormance» A simple comparison of the expectations preated by an advertisement 
V \ • " ' ' ' ' , " V, . • / • : • 

with .consumer assessment of the actual product can help do-termine ,if^ an ad* v 

has overstated the product ' s 'qualities. This technique can, also be used to 

pretest and select ■ advertisements to be used in experimentation on puffery (21) 

\' * ' ' RESEARCH SUPPORT > *. " 
Results generated in an experiment reported in detail iii other papers by 
Vanden Bergh'and Reid (21,' 22) support the model in Figure 1 and will be 
summarized here. A comparative treatments laboratory experiment was executed ^ 
to. test t'he relative effects of aclvertislng^puf fery, as depicted in Figure 1, 
ts of realistic 



against the effects of realistic and understated advertising messages. The» 

\^ ' ■ ■ ' ' ■ ■ * ■ * . ■ . ■ ' . 

experiments, was executed and data gathered from 81 students attending summer ) 

' ^es'sion claslses a*t' the University of Tennessee, Knoxville.. - •^'V f 

The major independent, variable 'manipulated in the . experiment was ttie V^^^^ 

discr6panc/ between a product as depict^d^ iri^reatment advertisements and . . ;T:hJ^ 

subject experience with the actual product. o Thus, the advertising message ; 
puffing tfiQ product wOuld be expected to c^ate a rather definite discrepancy 

\ ■. * ■ ' ^ • ■ ■ " ' y * 

between the fdafp^cted* product and' the one subjects experienced in the experiment. • 

The realistic ad was predicted 'to produce very little discrepancy and the under- 

, I- ■ , ' 

stated ad *i7as predicted to produce a discrepancy in the opposite direction to • , - 

■ ' ' . * ' . ' ^ - . . - ■ : 

that generated by the puffed message. Once the discrepancies were created, 

effec1:s wer^ observ*^d: p^i. the following depTendent variables: (1) ^The confirma- • . 



tion or disconf irmation of'expectations , (2)' change in subject attitudes , 
toward the messages, (3) change. in subject attitudes 'toward the sponsoring 
company, (4) change ifi message credibility," and (5) change' in intent to . 
pi^rc(iase the advertised product. • * 



\ 

« 



It was predicted that the puffed advertising message would create a 
definite' discrepancy betwfeen the ^oduct "Sepicted and the ac'tual product 

which would lead to a negative effect qn the variables described relative to the 

- : . r ^ ^" 

other treatment ads# To test this Hypothesis, subjects were randomly assigned 

• • ' ' . ' ' ' • ' ' v'- ■ 

to edch of three treatment groups. One group ireceiveid. a puffed newspaper ad- 1 

vertlsement, one a realistic newspaper ad, and one an understated newspaper 

ad for a ballpoint pen. ' After exposure to the treatment ads, each subj e<fb. 'rated 

the peii depicted in the ad on a product rating scale. Subjects also evaluated^ 

the message and sponsoring company, rated the message's credibility, and in- > 

dicatfed intent to purchase the pen. » . ' I 

After these procedures, all subjects were^ given a pen comparable in value 

L^ed in 



to the one depib^ted in the realistic newspaper ad. Subjects were given a cha^nce 
to inspect and use the pen. 'They were then asked if the pen was nfuch better, 

■ .. ' ■ . ■■• ^ . ■ ■ . • , ■ 

better, about* the same, worse, or mucl^ vojrse than the pen depict;ed in the ' i 

' ■■• .'■ ' . . ■ ' ' . V' ■' " 

newspaper ad. The product *Trating .scale was administered 'again at CFliis point 

in the experiment. ^Next , subj-ects^ were exposed to the, treatment ads ag^in .f^nd 

■ ' ' . ^ ■ ■ • ? , , ■ /\. - / , 

. the message and company^ evaluations, message cMdibility rating, ^nd intent to 

purchase measure repeated. Measures taken before exposure to the pen were 

subtrac;ted from those taken afterward to generate change scpfes for each 



treatmeivt group. > • 



A' 



All data were subjected to analysis of. variance procedures and apprcSbriate 
'Statistical' p.rob,es used to tease out pairwise differences between groups. The 
findings of this study Ij^ive been simplified and summarized in Ta4J.e 1. The 
* • results repoj[^lfed support the conceptual model illustrated in Fipure 1. Relative 
^.to the other treatment groups, the puffied message produced arjjt^ficially high 



, consumer expectations fo|* ^the product dep^icted ih the ad-which led to a pre- 

"^N^ poit'dera'nce of negative discbnfi^irmations of expecuations as well* as a negative 
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change In: (1) coirtfUmer tfttitudos toward the message and sponborlng company, 

*'•',*- ' 

X2) message credibility, and (3) Intent to purchase the product^/ 

■ c > 
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— SUMMARTHAND^IMPtKitTiONS-^ — — 

The-model and^ study reported provide a way to test the relative effects 

■ • • ' ' s 

of advertising puf:(ffery based on the expectations it creates and-riot on morali 

legal, ethical or stylistic interpretations of '^^hat is puffery and what ^s ^ 
t ■ ^ ' 

not. Thus, any manipulation of symbo]^, words, art, photography, miisic, 

video, audiOr soui^d effects,' etc., which suggests to an individual that the' 

product depicted^ is sutis^tantially \jetter in value than it actually is can be 

considered puffery when it, is done within the bounds of the law. Such an 

interpretation *allow^ us to test for puffery by comparing consumer expecta- 

* ■ ' 

^^ions'^'for a -product advertised with the actual products 

} Hopefully, Vising this or similar new concep'tualizations of p\iffery, a 

' research-based understanding of advertising puffery will emerge. In the future, 

^research in this area shouW attempt , to te^t the long-te^; effects of puffery 

as well as the short-tun effects reported here. >Also, the use of puffery for 

different types of proxiucts, ih" different media, and against different popula- ^ 

tion segments should be stQdied. Entires multimedia t:ampaigns employing puffery 

should be inves^gated for a fjossible synergistic effect that might actually 

furthtft inflate expectations . for a prodact. Also the effects puffery -6}iould 

be tested^ in real-li^fe settings. The line of Investigation is now open to future ^. 

improvements heip advertisers', lawyers, government' agencies, consumers and 

students better^ understand the effects and ef fec-tiveness of advertising jjuffery. 
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Figure 1 

A HIERARCHICAL MODEL OF POSSIBLE 'EFFECTS 
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RELATIVE EFFECTS OF PUFFERY 
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